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HYPOTHETICAL: RESEARCH ETHICS AND CREATIVE ARTS 
Paul Makeham, July 2010 
              
Here at the National University of Technology and Science we pride ourselves on 
our ambitious - some might even say aggressive - research agenda. 
 
And we’re especially proud of our research in the creative arts domain – all those 
cutting edge, practice-led projects in live performance, visual art, digital media and 
creative writing, which more and more postgraduate students seem to be 
undertaking these days. 
And some pretty impressive postgrads, too. Take, for example, the renowned 
interdisciplinary artist, Sylvia Catalano. 
Most of you, of course, are already familiar with Sylvia’s work – she’s pretty high 
profile. And we’re very excited, because Sylvia has just accepted a scholarship to 
undertake a practice-led PhD, right here in our very own Faculty of Creative People. 
But for the few of you who might not know about Sylvia Catalano, here’s a short intro 
to her career so far:   
(FILM INTRO) 
 
 So there she is, ladies and gentlemen – Sylvia Catalano – award-winning artist, 
photographer, polemicist, provocateur. 
 
Chrissie Angel – you’ve come on board as Sylvia’s Principal Supervisor 
haven’t you. Getting her is a bit of a coup for the faculty, wouldn’t you say? 
..... 
She’s hardly a traditional researcher though, is she. What are some of the 
particular challenges in supervising this kind of practice-based or practice-led 
research? 
..... 
Alan Lacan – you’re Senior Editor of the prestigious scholarly journal 
ArtThink. Is that an A, or an A star journal by the way?  
Being familiar with Sylvia’s body of work – if I can put it that way - how difficult 
will it be for Sylvia to locate her professional arts practice inside the academy?  
How different are industry standards and expectations from those of the 
University? 
..... 
 
 
 
 Now as we move forward in time – let’s say a few months - it turns out that Sylvia’s 
first doctoral project does raise a few eyebrows, to say the least. What she proposes, 
in fact, is not a photographic exhibition, or something more familiar from her previous 
work, but what she calls a durational performance installation - with the title Bleeding 
Edge - featuring herself and two of her artistic colleagues, all of whom will be 
unclothed. This work, apparently, is intended to be an inquiry into embodiment, being 
and identity, in which the artists perform various movements in ultra-slow motion, 
repetitively, while simultaneously being projected onto the surfaces of the 
performance space. It is also proposed that the audience will be invited to fill out a 
questionnaire as they leave the performance, to gather their responses to the event. 
 
Celia Forrest – you’ve recently joined the National Taskforce on Ethics in 
Human Research, haven’t you. Based on this description, what advice would 
you give the artist and her supervisor when considering ethics approval for 
this kind of research? What sort of ethical risks might be involved? 
..... 
Well as it turns out, Sylvia does want to present this performance event over three 
days – however she doesn’t wish to present it here on campus. Instead, she 
proposes to situate the event in a commercial art gallery. In fact, she’s already begun 
negotiations with one particular establishment in the city, called ArtInk.  
 
 
 Luke Longfellow – you’re the Owner and Director down there at ArtInk, aren’t you? 
What’s your interest in showing Sylvia’s work? 
..... 
I wonder how you’ll feel as more details about the event emerge. Because what 
eventually becomes clear, ladies and gentlemen, is that the basic elements of 
Bleeding Edge are to be very basic indeed: consisting mainly of naked skin, and a 
razor blade, which the artist will use to make a series of incisions into her own body, 
in a symbolic enactment, apparently, of “the post-colonial moment of rupture”. 
 
Furthermore, this letting of blood suggests a kind of “corporeal leakage”, which will 
mirror “corporate leakage on the global scale – think BP”. 
 
Well that’s what it says in the ethics application anyway.  
 
Glen Affric – you’re a respected member of the local arts community. You’ve been 
Artistic Director of the Mainstream Theatre Co for over 20 years haven’t you. How 
does all this sit with you? 
..... 
 
 
 Not really research at all, eh? Not even art? Well clearly, these creative research 
projects are not exactly controlled clinical experiments, are they? They can pose 
quite serious challenges to the traditions of university research. They can be - quite 
deliberately - unsettling. Unsafe even. 
 
Alan Lacan: what do you think about this latest turn in Sylvia’s work? Is it research 
do you think? Is it art? 
 
Celia Forrest: how do you feel about Sylvia’s proposal now? What do you think the 
ethics taskforce would have to say about it? 
..... 
Well eventually, Bleeding Edge does receive ethics approval from the University, and 
much to Luke Longfellow’s relief, the event goes ahead. However, just one day into 
the three days of the installation - Sylvia starts improvising, and she begins to invite 
members of the audience to take the razor and inflict the cuts into her skin. 
Reportedly, at least one member of the public takes up the challenge. 
Back to Chrissie Angel: what does this mean for you as supervisor? 
..... 
Back to Luke Longfellow: do you see it that way? 
..... 
 Well as it turns out, Glen Affric here gets wind of all this, and makes a formal 
complaint to the University. 
Glen Affric: what’s the nature of your complaint? 
.... 
And of course, being somewhat sensitive to these things, the University acts quickly, 
and shuts it down. Ethical clearance is suspended; permission to present Bleeding 
Edge as a research project is withdrawn; and Sylvia’s candidature is placed under 
review. 
 
Unfortunately, all of this comes a little too late, and Sylvia does complete the 3 days 
of her performance event.  And if public interest is any indication of success, then 
Bleeding Edge is a triumph, attracting intense interest from far and wide: the arts 
community, the general public; the university sector; and of course, the media. 
Although possibly not the kind of interest the artist - and certainly not the University - 
might have wanted. In fact, the Rampant Bugle – that well-known bastion of quality 
journalism - editorialises wildly over the event, pronouncing it “a travesty of culture ... 
Catalano presents self-harm as contemporary art ... pornography parading as 
research ... this is Emperor’s New Clothes, without the clothes ... a searing 
indictment of our University system, and one which should leave taxpayers 
everywhere outraged”. 
 
 And so there we leave it ... Sylvia’s doctorate hangs in the balance; the University 
lawyers are girding their loins; and we are left to ponder:  
 
If it is the function of art, sometimes, to unsettle, disturb, shock, or even to 
scandalise, then ... is artistic practice compatible with the ethics of research? 
And if creative practice as research is to remain in the University, what can we do 
better to explain the methodology, significance, and integrity of our research, 
especially to people outside this field of practice? 
 “Part of the ethical clearance process for practice-led researchers will be to find a 
language to explain the methodology, significance, merit and integrity of their 
research to people outside their field of practice.” (Angela Romano, QUT Creative 
Industries) 
 
 
